Conservation in the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe has become a very hot issue in recent years. This paper describes experiences and new approaches to planning with regard to the participatory and sustainable management of Tatra National Park (TANAP). The main purpose of the project was to support the development of a common vision among stakeholders and park authorities and to provide assistance to TANAP administration for their preparation of a new park plan using public participation in the planning process. The plan was developed using participatory methods to bring the many, and sometimes conflicting, interests together to provide a better balance for long-term sustainable management. The involvement of main stakeholders in the development of the plan, yet to be officially approved, was expected to ensure sustainability of project achievements. A popular version of the plan was produced and made available to the public. Experiences from the project were utilised for reviewing national legislation aiming for a national impact.
INTRODUCTION
Discussions about nature conservation are characterised particularly by contradictions between different approaches to nature conservation. Blaikie and Jeanrenaud (1997) distinguish three paradigms which influence approaches to nature and biodiversity conservation: 1) the classic approach, where priority is given to conservation measures (rather than social ones) to perceived environmental problems; 2) the social approach, characterised as participation where the focus is on people rather than on nature conservation -this approach has, especially in recent years, gained prominence in response to the failure of the classic approach; and 3) the market-based approach, where the emphasis is on economic benefits, costs of biodiversity decline and management. Wilshusen et al. (2002) introduce five basic questions regarding nature conservation: the main value of protected areas; moral principles of nature conservation; connections between nature conservation and development; the role of local communities in nature conservation; and necessary arrangements for nature conservation. Cooney (2004) recommends using a precautionary principle for biodiversity conservation and management of natural resources in the establishment of new protected areas, while Bishop et al. (2004) emphasise improvement of monitoring and research as well as increasing awareness and capacity-building in protected areas.
Such contradictions and challenges are increasingly pertinent with regard to conservation in post-communist countries, especially in Central and Eastern Europe. In Slovakia, the largest challenges for nature protection include: more effective co-operation between the nature conservation bodies and the owners and users of land in protected areas; the division of protected areas into zones; building research and monitoring systems for protected species of European and national significance; the development of management plans; and financing issues (Urban 2005) .
International agreements and conventions have added new requirements for the establishment and management of protected areas. In particular, the Aarhus Convention (Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decisionmaking and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters) requires a public consultation process. This is a new process in Slovakia, and this paper describes the first such public consultation process, which took place in Tatra National Park (TANAP) in the Carpathians, and reports on the experiences with, and the findings of, the process. Many stakeholders participated; this was really a challenging and helpful process, not only with regard to the TANAP case but also generally in Slovakia. The main issues were the specific historical background of protected areas (designation), lack of standards, low public awareness of the importance of conservation, lack of appropriate legislation and of connection with science.
Most of the problems were very typical of those found in national parks throughout the world, all rooted in the same questions: how should this park area be utilised, who should benefit from that utilisation and how can the nature and landscape be protected at the same time? And those who ask these questions were also the same types of groups as in most other places around the world: local landowners (farmers and forest owners), the tourist sector and local authorities. Additional issues frequently encountered in Slovakia are conflicts between different national authorities, e.g. different ministries, disputes on land ownership and illegal settlements in national parks. The general methods of participatory planning to meet and deal with these issues and conflicts are also well known. However, the specific details of challenges and of the participatory planning process differ with the local context.
STUDY AREA AND ITS CONSERVATION
The Tatra Mountains are the highest mountain range in the Carpathians, extending to 2,655 m.a.s.l, and are on the boundary between northern Slovakia and southern Poland, with the main mountain ridge constituting the border. The Tatra Mountains have well-preserved mountain and alpine ecosystems and, with the associated lowlands, are generally representative of the Carpathians. TANAP consists of 73,800 ha designated as a national park and a 30,703 ha buffer zone (improved in 2003) managed by the TANAP administration, and is also designated as a biosphere reserve together with the adjacent national park in Poland. TANAP has a very high biodiversity and conservation value regarding flora, fauna, landscape and geology, not only for Slovakia, but also for Europe in general. The park is a mosaic of different and rare landscapes and vegetation types, according to geology, elevation, aspect and slope. Forests cover is about 70% of the area; 30% is meadows, rocks and alpine zones (Volotduk 1999) . The park has a large number of rare and endangered plant and animal species, including original populations of chamois (Rupicapra rupicapra tatrica), marmot (Marmota marmota latirostris), lynx (Lynx lynx), wolf (Canis lupus) and bear (Ursus arctos).
Various efforts towards nature protection started during the late 1800s. The main focus was on rare animal species, such as chamois and marmot, and special plant localities, with emphasis on the cembra pine (Pinus cembra), sought for the high quality of its wood. In the early twentieth century protection of several other animal species began, and a proposal for establishing a nature park was prepared in 1925, with support from the State Forests Enterprise. The main opposition to the project arose from a number of local forest owners, shareholders and municipalities. After World War II, in 1946, the Updated Project of the TANAP was published. In 1946 In -1947 were held about the park-related issues, with representatives of three district offices of Kexmarok, Poprad and Liptovský Mikulát. The representatives of Poprad were the only ones to approve the concept of the project. Liptovský Mikulát was undecided. Kexmarok rejected the project and the proposed legislation of the national park. In 1947, a new municipality was formed in the area, with the town of Vysoké Tatry as its administrative centre, by merging several land units of the regional land register.
In 1948, the Communist Party won the national elections in the Czechoslovak Republic, resulting in land rights being withdrawn from shareholders and municipalities. The estate rights were assigned to the state (State Forests Enterprise and agricultural co-operatives). On 1 January 1949, an area of 43,505 ha was officially declared as the TANAP (Volotduk et al. 1994) . The park was managed by the TANAP administration from 1949 to 1994. Communist rule in Czechoslovakia ended in 1989, and Slovakia and the Czech Republic separated in 1993. In 1993, the Ministry of Environment was established, and acquired responsibility for the administration of protected areas. From 1992 onwards, a privatisation process has transferred about half of the area of the national park back to those who owned it before 1948, or to their descendants. Private Forest Owner Associations have been formed, and are now important partners in forest management with, however, more commercial goals than the park administration. The State Forest Administration, which still manages 52% of the park area, is another important partner and follows more traditional forestry management principles. Izakovidová et al. (2005) describe the following key problems and conflict areas in the management of TANAP and the Biosphere Reserve: the status of the TANAP administration, with double-track management and conflicts with regard to competence; TANAP from the point of view of IUCN requirements for national parks; insufficient compensation to private owners; anti-environmental proposals to legislative change; relationships of owners and managers to the maintenance of lands in protected areas; and non-co-operation between public organisations, public and private owners. The last issue, in particular, also characterises other protected areas in Slovakia.
The different interests are now causing increased pressure on the natural resources of the park. This can be a threat to the long-term preservation of its values with regard to biodiversity, recreation and economic benefits to the region. The respective roles of the traditional park authorities -the State Forest of TANAP under the Ministry of Agriculture, and the TANAP administration, established in 1994 under the Ministry of Environment -are unclear. The human capacity of the TANAP administration is very limited, and it has low esteem in the view of the public. Many major decisions have been taken outside of the park and without consulting TANAP. Even though Slovakia is now an open, pluralistic democracy, some 40 years of strict communist rule still cast their shadow over public involvement in local community matters. Many, mainly elderly, authoritarian officials still consider public participation in decision making as a hindrance to their work. And many in the public community are not used to, let alone educated in, the possibility for involving themselves in their own community and its management.
In short, public decision making is more often characterised by trying to solve conflicts based on confrontation, rather than by pursuing results based on commonly-agreed compromises. In recent years, however, efforts have been made to involve the local population in the management of TANAP and the surrounding area in a more positive way. These initiatives are mainly undertaken by non-profit enterprises and non-governmental organisations. One important actor is A-projekt, a non-profit organisation primarily dealing with the rural population of northern Slovakia (Liptov region). A-projekt operates in several major programme areas (micro-regional community planning, community information profile, minigrant programmes, certification systems in protected areas and environmental education -e.g. The Learning Tree project, Young Ranger programme, Save the Chamois project). It had a very substantial input as a subcontracted consultant in the process described in this paper.
Information about the natural values and the state of the environment in TANAP is prepared and published by both the TANAP administration and the State Forest of TANAP. However, the amount of and access to information provided by the authorities may be considered limited (if not insufficient), and public participation in decision making is limited. Even though the TANAP administration has no executing or decision-making power, it is a public authority as defined in the Aarhus Convention. Thus, it appears that the Convention has not yet been implemented -but it will eventually have substantial implications for the TANAP administration (formal means and institutional set-ups for handling public requests for information including access to documents, proactive provision of information, providing public access to original information and data on a proactive basis, e.g. through publicly accessible records, information databases or internet websites with their own domain).
PARTICIPATORY PLANNING PROCESS
There are many definitions of participation (Hayward et al. 2004 ). Here we employ the term to refer to public access to the decision-making process. This includes, among other things, the timely provision of relevant and adequate information to the public to allow them to form qualified opinions and express these when planning is taking place, and also the acknowledgement and processing of their opinions. Thus, park planning using participatory methods means that the planning authority is prepared to go into real negotiations with other parties and to base decisions on clearly specified and justified reasons. Park planning using public participation is time-consuming, because it involves a large number of stakeholders including local, regional and national authorities and landowners. The first participatory planning process can be particularly time-consuming because -often -it first has to overcome many years of mistrust and conflicts.
People interested in natural and cultural heritage sometimes fear that protection will not be secured if compromises are made with other interests. However, world-wide experience shows that local understanding of, and support for, a negotiated level of nature protection is more effective and protective than a stricter, but 'forced', nature protection (Danborg 2004) . The search for a sustainable balance between sometimes conflicting goals of conserving biological diversity, promoting economic development and maintaining associated cultural values should be handled as a platform for democratic discussion in which all relevant stakeholders are involved (Kutová et al. 2008 ). Therefore, the purpose of the public participation process is to give long-term and stable support to a national park and to facilitate the implementation of the park plan and daily administration. Furthermore, the work of the park staff can be much more effective -and rewarding -if there is local support for park management and nature protection, and both local-and national-level political support will be more stable and stronger. At the same time, the public will also derive a number of benefits from public participation (e.g. better understanding of the decision-making process and the grounds for decisions). However, participation may not be enough, and other important factors are involved (Kapoor 2001) . When all proposals, wishes, comments and interests have been received, it is still the responsibility of the park administration to balance the possible conflicts and make decisions in accordance with the legal framework.
The TANAP administration initiated public participation as a part of the preparation of a new management plan, thus assisting in preparing proposals for the framework for National Park Management Plans; and of the designation of TANAP as a Natura 2000 site, thus implementing and integrating inter alia the EC Birds and the Habitats Directives in the future management of TANAP, and meeting Slovakia's international nature conservation obligations. In addition, the need to specify more concrete and focused objectives to meet the long-term development objective was recognised. The project included activities covering a wide scope: public awareness and education, management and legislation and enforcement. However, adhering to the existing legal framework of TANAP administration was seen as an underlying requirement. The full implementation and fulfilment of the long-term development objective required an effort well beyond the 2-year project period.
The planning process took the form of a public consultation with a focus on public awareness. It was part of the project Participatory and Sustainable Management of Tatra National Park, funded by the Danish Cooperation for Environment in Eastern Europe (DANCEE) and implemented from March 2002 till September 2004 by Holsteinborg Consult, Denmark in close cooperation with the TANAP staff and the NGO A-Projekt as consultants. The consultation included participation in the preparation of the inception report during the inception phase, and responsibility for coordinating and facilitating the work of the working groups, implementing a small grant facility, and Participatory conservation in a post-communist context Rvajda carrying out the school programme and the training of volunteers.
The main purposes of the project were to support the development of a common vision among stakeholders and Slovak park authorities and to provide assistance to the TANAP administration for their preparation of a new park plan using public participation in the planning process. The public participation process was structured in four main phases, each with a separate purpose and content and a number of elements: (1) preparation of sector reports, (2) preparation of the draft park plan, (3) public hearing period, and (4) after the public hearing. For the implementation of the project, there was a division of tasks: project staff (Slovak and Danish team leaders, project manager, assistant, experts and specialists) and local consultants arranged and facilitated meetings, wrote texts in the brochures and plans, and made the maps; the TANAP administration leadership and staff chaired meetings and took part in negotiations, and decided on the content of the text and the plan, particularly the zoning and sub-zoning and the different regulations for each zone.
Preparation of sector reports (March 2002 -March 2003)
This aim of this phase was to clarify the actual interest groups and their viewpoints and 'egoistic' interests in the park planning and development of the park. This also includes the viewpoint of the park administration itself; its plans and visions for the different sectors; flora, fauna, agriculture, forestry, hunting, tourism and landscape and urban planning.
Preparation of draft park plan (April 2003 -April 2004)
The main content of this phase was the preparation and writing of the draft park plan as well as the preparation of the popular brochure and planning to support the public hearing period. The writing process was based on the sector reports, additional data and information and, very importantly, input from decision makers in TANAP. These decisions covered strategies and wishes on overall perspectives, proposals for zoning and the regulations (what is allowed and not allowed) in each proposed zone and sub-zone. In this stage, we can see the first changes in attitudes among stakeholders, as discussed below.
Public hearing period (May -June 2004)
The public hearing period had many purposes. Primary among these was to openly and sincerely hear the opinions and comments of all stakeholders and the public in order to be able to improve acceptance of the plan as well as to modify specific content, if possible, in accordance with overall park priorities. The purpose of such a public hearing period should not be to delude or trick the local stakeholders to accept a hidden agenda in the park plan, but to openly hear their wishes and legitimate interests and balance this with other priorities for the park, and then include this in the park plan.
After the public hearing period (July 2004)
The main purpose of this phase was to take decisions on incoming proposals and adjust the draft park plan accordingly. A press release was submitted to the media. This contained a list of all activities conducted during the hearing period, a short description of how the hearing period went, the types of comments received, and the next steps. The comments were systematised and outlined in a White Book for the TANAP administration to use in their decision making. This report was finalised when the TANAP administration made appropriate decisions. These decisions were then included and reflected in the adjusted draft park plan. This needs adjustments and changes to fit into a final park plan, which still has not been officially approved by the Ministry of Environment.
RESULTS
The elaboration of a management plan was a process in which a number of planning instruments and procedures were developed in co-operation between researchers and specialists, local planners and stakeholders. The zoning of the park and the preparation of related management prescriptions were major components of this work. These considered wildlife management and hunting, sustainable tourism development, forest management and nature conservation; for each, a working group was established.
Participatory conservation in a post-communist context Rvajda
To promote the active involvement of project participants and major stakeholders, an initial seminar was organised. This included presentations of integrated land-use planning methodology, the identification of the main components of the management plan, and the establishment and selection of working groups, representing different sector interests, for each component. However, these working groups never operated as expected (to collect sector information, to process sectoral interests and wishes, and to present this as a sector input to the draft management programme). This was probably because of the initial uncertainty (on both sides) about how an authority (the TANAP administration) could work together with the public and their representatives. Thus, the sector reports (presenting the sectoral interests) and the material for public hearing for the future park plan were largely prepared by the TANAP administration with some input from externally contracted experts.
Nevertheless, during the preparation phase and especially during the public participation period, the TANAP administration established more and more contacts with various stakeholder groups. With regard to public participation in the planning and decision-making process, there was a focus on providing information to the public on project activities and expected outputs at an early stage in the management planning process. The information was made available through the distribution of newsletters and via public newspapers and press releases. The general public was informed of the findings of the management planning supported by maps, together with a call for comments. The five planned and two additional public hearings were held on the draft management plan, and incoming comments were collected for discussion and possible amendment of the plan. A popular version of the approved management plan was published and made available to the public. The popular version was attractive to local inhabitants because it provided an easily understood presentation of the history, nature and landscape values, organisation and objectives of the park along with a summary of the management plan and considerations for future planning. In the following we give some details regarding the evaluation of the public hearing period.
The seven public hearings were analysed. In addition to these hearings, other working meetings were organised during the public hearing period, specific according to the topic discussed or the locality where the problems had occurred (e.g. meeting with hunting club or outdoor club). The meetings were opened with a Powerpoint presentation by the park director. The public meetings attracted from 12 to 48 persons, with broad participation from many different stakeholders. Three to ten TANAP staff took part in each meeting, as well as A-projekt and TANAP project staff. The number of the participants influenced the number of comments, questions and proposals outlined during each public hearing. About 450 comments were received during the public hearing period. Discussions were constructive and the proposals many. The meetings were planned to last 1 h, but always continued for around 2 h.
Individual public hearings differed according to the topics discussed at each meeting. Questions, comments and proposals that were discussed mainly focused on legislation, compensation and ownership rights, but they also concerned methodology and procedural issues of the development of the management plan. Participants at the public hearings were interested in tourism and rules for visitors and, to a lesser extent, urbanism, architecture and landscape appearance.
Public comments on the draft management plan were obtained in different ways. They were directly recorded during the discussions at public hearings, received by post and by email, and collected from media monitoring. The largest number of public inputs came by post (45%) and email (15%). Many written comments were expressed ahead of the public meetings. Many comments expressed during the meetings were based on written materials prepared in advance; equally, comments voiced at the meetings were often specified more precisely afterwards in written form. The facilitators of the public hearings encouraged the participants to choose the most important statements and/or problems from their long lists of comments. Though only some people utilised the possibility to send comments via email, their inputs were very comprehensive and showed that these people studied the draft management plan in detail. Usually they had obtained the draft management plan from the project website. Only 4% of the obtained comments were received via the media (press, TV and radio broadcasting).
All the public inputs were entered into the database and ordered according to the thematic division Participatory conservation in a post-communist context Rvajda of the sector reports (agriculture 4%, forestry 7%, hunting 9%, landscape appearance and urbanism 10%, nature protection and Natura 2000 14%, other 24%, tourism 32%). The largest group of comments concerned tourism, sport activities and rules for visitors. The second largest category consisted of comments regarding procedural issues, methodology of management plan development, ownership rights, legislation and compensations for land and forest owners. Agriculture, forestry and hunting received the least number of the comments. This was anticipated for agriculture, because almost all agricultural activities are concentrated in the foothills of the national park buffer zone, where restrictions due to the nature protection are not so significant.
Comments on forestry and hunting mostly focused on questions of ownership rights, compensation for owners and proposed zoning.
Project sustainability
The institutions and stakeholders involved in the project are currently actively involved in protected area management or utilisation and have ongoing programmes and activities. Thus, the increased capacity and skills provided through this development project are expected to have a permanent effect for the involved institutions and their activity. It is expected that the common vision for the park objectives and management developed during the project will have a lasting positive effect on the relations between the TANAP administration and other stakeholders -the tourist sector, hunters, forest owners and the public in general. The involvement of main stakeholders in the development of the park management plan to be officially approved is expected to ensure sustainability of project achievements. The plan should be valid and useful for about 10 years, with elements of a much longer perspective, e.g. the identification of Natura 2000 sites and related management description. It was also recommended that the park encourage establishment of a supporting association (e.g. Friends of the Park) to take part in awareness-raising activities and local and national lobbying activities. To date, such an association has not yet been created.
Dissemination of project results
Project results were disseminated through the participation of a considerable number of stakeholders in project activities. Two major seminars were organised in the final stages of the project. One was to present the final management plan to staff of the Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Agriculture as part of the approval process.
The second was targeted at the local inhabitants of TANAP and surrounding communities to inform them about the project findings and the management plan. The seminars were supported by documentation in the form of the management plan for TANAP. A popular version of the plan was published as part of the public awareness component; and dissemination of findings to the general public was also through brochures, visitor centre, home page, etc. The Programme of Management of the TANAP 'integrates' all existing legislative national park proceedings (The National Park Act, Visitors' Regulations, etc.) with strategic concepts and practical experience with the TANAP protection. That is why it is not simple to make a concise summary of impacts described in the programme.
DISCUSSION
The internal process of the development of strategies, zones and regulations among the TANAP leadership and staff was a new and very important part of the planning process, including a series of internal meetings. The extended and sometimes passionate discussions addressed the reasons for, and justification of, the various strategies, delineation of zones and regulations. The process of deciding zones and regulations, as well as defining and discussing the basis for these decisions, is important for the park staff as they will have to implement the park plan and present and discuss it with the public.
Brief comments on the public hearing period
The public hearing period in 2004 was very successful, with broad participation and a large number of comments and proposals, and good and constructive debate between TANAP staff and stakeholders. These meetings were very different from the first public meetings conducted during spring and summer 2003 (during preparation of sector reports and draft park plan), where many participants were very angry and argued loudly; some left the meetings. In the 2004 meetings, a mutual understanding of others' viewpoints was expressed, and even landowners' representatives acknowledged the need and justification of nature protection and park planning, as long as appropriate compensations are made. Additional meetings were held based on request (e.g. with a municipality, the State Forest of TANAP).
Level of debate and reporting in media
The debate in the media, which was monitored by a professional company, was not very strong. It mainly took the form of reporting and information rather than actual debate. The opinions expressed were of a general character and were the same as stated during meetings and in written proposals. Probably, the concurrent EU Parliament election and EU Structural Funds discussions took some of the attention. There were around 10 articles in the newspapers. Radio stations were quite active in the beginning, and there was also some TV coverage, both local and national.
Lack of participation in the hearing period
Participation and comments were not received from municipalities not directly bordering the park buffer zone. National and regional NGOs, tourist associations and nature protection association, universities and other state institutions related to nature protection and management only participated in the public hearing process to a very limited extent -even though many had received the popular brochure and were contacted by the project implementers. It is our impression that only those organisations that somehow had direct economic interests in the park provided comments and proposals -and only proposed changes in the park plan that would be to their own economic advantage. It seems as if people and institutions did not present opinions and comments as part of their political rights to influence the park plan in accordance with their more general interest and beliefs. Therefore, the opinion and level of general public support for the park plan, the restrictions, protections and activities is not known. This is a weakness for the park administration, especially in the current situation of negotiations with local stakeholders and local and national authorities. This situation is very different from foreign experiences (e.g. Danborg 2004) , where many local and national green associations and NGOs normally provide strong and well-prepared proposals in support of nature protection and public access to protected areas. These nature protection associations and different outdoor life associations are often the main opponents to farmers, forest owners, hunters and investors. The landscape planning and nature protection authorities are often the mediators, making decisions based on negotiations with both land-use interests and nature protection interests.
Development in attitudes and co-operation
A clear change has been seen in terms of cooperation and discussions among stakeholders. The earlier discussions were from a position of rejecting the discussion, which was unfocused, going in many directions with angry allegations. This has clearly changed towards the wish for, and ability to formulate, concrete proposals for the draft park plan and request further meetings. Most striking was a public announcement from landowners' representatives of agreement with the overall goals of the national park and acceptance of the needs for nature protection; though this was followed by the legitimate claim that restrictions in ownership rights must result in appropriate compensation. This change has developed alongside a developing trust in discussion and towards trusting the discussion partner. This is probably also connected to the development in the TANAP administration, which has given the signal that compromises and changes were possible. The development in cooperation from stakeholders should probably also be seen in connection with the increased capacities and abilities of TANAP staff to lead meetings with stakeholders, discuss with stakeholders in a flexible way, and formulate park goals. Furthermore, it is also important that the TANAP administration has experienced that discussion and compromises are possible and through compromises on 5% of an area, for example, stakeholders might accept and support the remaining 95% of the plan.
RECOMMENDATIONS
A number of recommendations have emerged.
Regulations on public participation in the park
Participatory conservation in a post-communist context Rvajda planning process should be written into the relevant legal framework (Nature and Landscape Protection Act and related guidelines). This should include descriptions of the minimum requirements for the planning process and listing of main phases and activities, timeframes, and involvement of key actors. It is recommended that the national park planning process includes participatory planning with the following five main steps: Opening phase; preparation of sector reports; preparation of draft park plan; public hearing of the draft park plan; finalisation of the park plan. The timeframes for park planning should allow in-depth discussions and negotiations with the public and authorities during the preparation of the sector reports as well as during the public hearing period of the draft park plan. The experience reported here showed that 30 days are not enough for the draft plan public hearing period. It is recommended to put emphasis on early communication with stakeholders and other authorities and to provide a careful description in the sector reports about sectoral situations and expectations. This is crucial in order to prepare a precise draft park plan and make the discussions and comments during the public hearing period more easy and constructive, thus facilitating the production of a park plan which is widely accepted.
